Parents' Views on the Clery Act and Campus Safety
Since its passage in 1990, the Jeanne Clery Disclosure of Campus Security Policy and Campus Crime Statistics Act continues to be a frequent topic of conversation in Congress, the popular press, and on college campuses. During the past 12 years, the Act has been amended several times to expand the reporting requirements and clarify how college administrators report campus crime. The Act's primary purpose is to require college administrators to report, in a consistent manner, incidents of campus crime. The goal of the legislation is: (a) to provide consistent crime information so that parents, potential students, and potential employees will be better able to evaluate an institution before they make a commitment to it, (b) educate students and employees about campus crime so they might better protect themselves from the risks in their campus environment, and (c) to reduce crime (Gregory & Janosik, in press) .
During this same time period, researchers have studied institutional response to the Act. Gehring and Galloway (1997) , in a Steven M. Janosik is Associate Professor of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies at Virginia Tech. study on admissions office practices, for example, concluded that college administrators were still unsure of the Act's reporting requirements and that many were not including the right material in admission packets.
The response and reactions of groups most affected by the Act have also been studied. Janosik and Gregory (in press ) assessed the views of campus law enforcement officers and changes in campus law enforcement practices. They found that a majority of law enforcement officers credited the Act with improving crime reporting practices but this same group felt that the Clery Act did little to reduce campus crime and that few students made use of the mandated reports required by the Act.
Student knowledge and changes in student behavior based on information about campus crime have also been measured. Janosik (2001) , Janosik and Gehring (2003) , and Parkinson (2001) found that even after 10 years, only about 25% of students knew about or had read any of the mandated reports required by the Act. Less than 8% of respondents in two large studies reported using campus crime information in making their college choice decision.
Absent in the literature is any study on parents' knowledge of the Clery Act, their knowledge about the nature of campus crime, or how parents use this information regarding the institutions they are considering for their student's enrollment. This study addresses this void. The purpose of the study was to assess parents' knowledge of the Act, their use of the information they were provided, and their views of campus crime prevention strategies. Secondarily, I wanted to add to what we know about the Act's effectiveness in meeting its stated goals.
METHOD Participants
To determine the answers to these questions, I chose to focus this study on parents of firstyear students at a large research institution in the southeast. During the first week of the institution's summer orientation program, 450 parents were selected at random by asking every third parent who walked by the summer orientation checkout table to participate. This sample represented 8.6% of the approximately 5,200 families who were scheduled to attend the summer orientation program. Only one parent per family was asked to participate.
Procedures
When a parent was identified, the participant was asked to complete and return a short questionnaire about the Clery Act and campus crime before leaving campus. Of those who were selected 424 completed questionnaires and returned them before leaving the area. Twenty-six chose to take a prepaid return envelope with them and promised to return the questionnaire by mail. All were reminded of the importance of the topic and were told that their responses would remain anonymous and reported as grouped data. Responses were tabulated and descriptive statistics were developed. Because these data were categorical, chisquares were calculated to test for significant difference among parental groups.
Instrument
A 24-item questionnaire was designed specifically for this project. Twenty-one questions addressed the parent's knowledge of the Act and asked if the respondent had used the information provided by the mandated reports. These questions also elicited information about parent perception of the college administrators sharing information with them, strategies to address campus safety, and perceptions of the college environment experienced during this visit to campus. Many of these items were adapted from questionnaires previously developed by other researchers (Janosik, 2001; Janosik & Gehring, 2003; Janosik & Gregory, in press ). The reliability for these very similar items was reported as .73 in these studies.
Three other questions were added to determine the educational level of the respondent, if the parent was enrolling a first child in college, and if anyone in the immediate family had been a victim of crime.
RESULTS
Of the 450 questionnaires that were distributed, 435 (97%) were returned. All respondents were parents of first-year students. Two hundred thirty-six (54%) parents were sending their first child to college, while 199 (45%) parents reported having had additional children attend college. Thirty-seven (8.5%) of respondents reported their highest education level as having some high school experience or having graduated high school. The rest of the group (398, 91.5%) reported having attended college or having graduated college. One hundred thirteen (26%) respondents indicated that a member of their immediate family had been a victim of crime. The remainder (322, 74%) reported no such experience. Finally, these parents were asked how safe they thought their student would be on and off the campus. Of those responding, 432 (99.8%) indicated that their student would be safe or very safe on campus and 423 (98.4%) thought that their student would be safe or very safe in the areas immediately adjacent to campus.
The reliability for the 21 items using this parent sample was calculated using the Cronbach alpha model. The reliability coefficient was .77 and confirmed the internal consistency of the instrument. Responses were analyzed by educational level, experience with children in college, and experience with crime in the immediate family.
Parent Knowledge of the Act and Use of Mandated Reports
About one quarter of the respondents knew about the Clery Campus Crime Act and approximately 40 percent remembered receiving the campus crime summary in their student's admission packet. Although parents with less education were less likely to know about the Act this difference was not significant. Approximately 25% of parents remembered reading the summary.
When asked if this information influenced their thinking about their students' college choice, affirmative responses ranged from a low of three percent to a high of 11 percent. Parents in families where an immediate family member had been a victim of crime (11%) were statistically more likely to be influenced by this information than those parents (4%) who did not have such an experience (χ 2 = 5.85, df = 1, p = .016). About 22% of the respondents remembered receiving the institution's complete annual crime report and about 15% reported reading it. Parents with less education and parents who had not experienced crime in their immediate family were less likely than their respective counterparts to read the annual report. However, these differences were not significant. These data can be found in Table 1 .
Parents' Views of the Institutions Campus Crime Strategies
About one third of parents thought their student would read the institution's annual crime report and roughly 58% thought if their son or daughter read the report, it would change the way he or she protected personal property. Fewer parents (54%) thought the information contained in the annual report would produce change in how students protected themselves from harm and about the same number (52%) thought this information would produce change in how their student moved around the campus. There were no significant differences between groups (see table 2).
More parents (68%) thought that their students would read flyers, posters, news articles, or emails about campus safety issues but only one-fifth of parents felt their student would attend a crime prevention / campus safety program. Approximately 55% of parents felt that this information would change how their students protected their property. Parents with college educations were more likely to be unsure of the effect of this information than parents with less education. Respondents with high school educations were more likely to discount the impact of these flyers, posters, news articles, or emails (χ 2 = 8.10, df = 2, p = .017). A slight majority (51%) of parents thought that such a passive media campaign would change how their students protected themselves from harm. Again, parents with college education were more likely to be unsure of the effect of such an effort than parents with less education. Parents with high school educations were more likely to discount the impact of this strategy (χ 2 = 7.76, df = 2, p = .021). Finally, a similar number of parents (51%) thought that these materials and programs would change how their students moved around the campus. Parents with college educations were more likely to be unsure of the effect. Parents with high school educations were more likely to discount the impact of this prevention/awareness strategy (χ
Parents' Views of Administrators Who Share Information
In this study, almost nine of out ten parents remembered college administrators discussing campus crime issues with them during the summer orientation program. Seven out of ten remembered having college personnel discuss campus crime issues with them during their admissions visit and campus tour (see Table 3 ). As a result of these conversations, 84% of parents reported feeling an increased confidence in those responsible for campus safety. Parents with college educations were less likely to feel this way but the significance of this difference must be interpreted with caution because of small cell size (χ 2 = 3.92, df = 1, p = .050).
About 22 percent of the parents responded affirmatively when asked if they had raised questions about campus crime and campus safety with the administrators with whom they spoke,. Parents who had high school educations, were bringing their first child to college, and had experienced crime in their immediate family were more likely to ask questions than other respondents but these differences were not significant.
When asked if parents had talked with their students about these issues more than 75% said they had done so. Parents who had experienced crime in their immediate family were more likely to talk with their first-year students but this difference was not statistically significant.
Ninety percent of parents responded affirmatively when asked if college administrators had been forthcoming and candid about campus safety issues. Parents who were bringing their first child to college (93%) were more likely to respond positively than parents (86%) who had other children in college (χ 2 = 4.75, df = 1, p = .029).
Similarly, parents who did not have experience with crime in their immediate family (93%) were more likely to respond positively than their counterparts (82%) who had experienced crime in their immediate family unit (χ 2 = 9.10, df = 1, p = .003). To check for a response pattern bias, a similar question was placed in further along in the questionnaire. When parents were asked if they thought college administrators were trying to hide information about campus crime, about 96 percent responded negatively. Parents who did not have experience with crime in their immediate family (98%) were more likely to respond negatively to this item than their counterparts (91%) who had experienced crime in their immediate family (χ 2 = 7.78, df = 1, p = .005).
DISCUSSION
These data come from a single institution and while the participants were identified randomly, some self-selection occurred. Parents who decided not to complete the evaluation process on the second day of orientation may have different responses than those who did. Given the data collection method used, it was not possible to assess response bias between participants and nonparticipants. Still, the information provided in this study should be of interest to college administrators, campus law enforcement officers, and policy makers.
Despite a ten-year effort to increase the usefulness of the annual college crime report and to distribute it more widely, only about one-quarter of parents participating in this study knew about the Clery Act and read the campus crime summary included in the student admission packet. Only 15% read the mandated annual report before attending summer orientation with their student. With respect to making a decision about college choice, only 6% of parents reported being influenced by any of this information. Interestingly, these percentages are strikingly similar to those reported by students. In their national study involving 3,866 students, Janosik and Gehring (2003) found that 27% of students knew about the Act, 22% read the annual report, and 8% reported using campus crime information in their decision about college choice. Parents seem no more interested in this information than students do. If one of the primary goals of the Clery Act is to provide crime information so that parents, potential students, and potential employees will be better able to evaluate an institution before they make a commitment to it, then based on these results, one would have to conclude that Clery has been ineffective. Groups specifically targeted by the Act do not read the mandated reports.
Parents thought their students would be more likely to read campus crime and campus safety material contained in campusproduced flyers, posters, news articles, and email (67%). They were less positive about the likelihood of their students reading an annual crime report (36%) or attending a campus crime prevention program (19%). Not surprisingly, parents' views were different than those held by students. On the one hand parents were a little more optimistic. In a separate study, only 60% of students reported reading timely crime related information produced by their institutions and 22% of students reported reading the annual report (Janosik & Gehring, 2003) . On the other hand, 27% of students reported attending a crime prevention program.
Parents in this study reported that campus crime and campus safety were topics frequently discussed in admission visits and summer orientation. Parents also perceived the campus and the immediate area off campus as being extremely safe. Despite these very positive feelings and the apparent good work of college administrators and staff, parents with college education were less likely to feel an increased confidence in those responsible for campus safety. Parents who had sent other children to college were less likely to feel that college administrators were being candid and forthcoming about campus crime issues. Parents who had experience with crime in their immediate were less likely to feel that college administrators were being candid about campus crime and were more likely to feel that college administrators were trying to hide information. Clearly, one's previous life experiences influence how one perceives the world. Does having experience with other children in college simply make one more skeptical? Does having a college education make one more analytical? Does having greater personal experience with crime make one less trusting? In this study, it was not possible to determine if these parents were responding to some personal predisposition or a specific institutional concern. Does trust erode with greater familiarity or is there something institutionally specific that administrators could address? These dynamics are worth additional inquiry. Institution specific studies can be designed to find out the answers to such questions.
Other issues should be addressed by additional study. This study, for example, did not identify whether respondents were mothers or fathers of the students, nor was the gender of the student ascertained. Would fathers of daughters respond differently than the mothers? Would fathers of sons show as much concern about campus crime? These are good questions that might be addressed by other studies.
CONCLUSION
In this study, parents were no more aware and knowledgeable of the Clery Act than students. Interestingly, parents who have experienced crime in their immediate family and those who have already sent children to college were no more aware of the Act than other respondent groups and were no more likely to ask questions about campus safety than other groups of parents.
Additionally, campus crime information continues to play almost no role in decisions about college choice. Other institutional factors such as academic reputation, cost, distance from home, and attractiveness of the campus most likely remain the dominant points of consideration in this decisionmaking process.
Although most parents are talking with their sons and daughters about campus safety as they prepare to bring them to our college campuses, it does not appear that they use the information provided in the federally mandated reports in these conversations. These findings are disappointing given the effort, time, and resources devoted to the task of compliance, which Gehring and Callaway (1997) suggest can be considerable.
The majority of parents identify passive media campaigns as the strategy most likely to change student behavior, as do students (Janosik, 2001 , Janosik & Gehring, 2003 . While timely information about campus safety and campus crime will not guarantee that students will make better decisions about protecting their property and themselves from harm, it holds the most promise. College administrators should encourage policy makers to heed the findings in this and other studies that demonstrate that these federally mandated reports continue to be largely ignored by all groups. Constantly redefining what should be included in these reports by amending federal statute is not an effective way to address the issue of campus crime and student safety. Devoting more resources to just-in-time information about campus crime is more likely to create greater awareness and change behavior.
Finally, in this study, it is worth noting that parents held very positive views about the institution, the administrators with whom they spoke, and those who were responsible for campus safety. Orientation and campus visit programs that include frequent and honest conversations about campus safety issues can go along way in helping students and parents understand the risks inherent on a college campus and should be viewed as an important step in developing and maintaining the trust necessary for important parent-institution relationships. As this study shows, parents, based on the their educational attainment and family experiences, have different concerns and beliefs. College administrators would be well served by attending to these differences in their campus programs.
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